[Review of] Rebels and Victims by Evelyn Gross Avery by Henry, Paula M.
Evelyn G ross Avery. Rebels and Vic tims :  Th e Fiction o f  Richard 
Wright and Bernard Malamud. ( po rt Wa s h i n gton ,  N Y :  Ke n n i ka t Press, 
1 979) 1 1 6 pp. $ 1 0 . 00 
Rebels and Victims is a usef u l  contr i b u t i o n  to t h e  c o m pa r a t i v e  
ana lysis of eth n i c  l i terat ure .  T h i s  ba l a nced, t ho r o u g h  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o n  
the f ict ion of Wright a nd M a l a m u d exa m i n e s  t he i r  et h n i c  l i t e r a ry 
works . Avery touches o n  m a ny i nt e rd i sc i p l i n a r y  f ac t o r s  w h i c h  m a ke 
the book of s o m e  i nterest t o  t hose  d i scuss i n g  A f r o - A m e r i c a n a n d 
Jewish -Ame r ica n eth n i c  g r o u ps f u n ct i o n i n g  i n  soc i ety 
Avery's work co ncerns t h e l i t e r a r y  t r e a t m e n t  of t h e  " m a rg i na l 
man"  i n  eth n i c  perspect i ve  F i c t i o n a l  c h a ra ct ers  a re  exa m i n ed fo r 
behav ior patte rns  i n  response  t o  soc i o - e co m o m i c status o u ts ide  t h e  
ma i nstrea m of Amer i can  soc ie ty  Avery sees t h e  r e be l a n d  t h e  v i ct i m  
as characters created i n  d i rec t  c or r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  e t h n i c  backg rou nds 
of Wright and  M a l a m u d .  
W h i le Avery is  o n  ta rget  f o r  t h ose  wo r ks o f  f i ct i o n  k n ow l edg ea b l y  
discussed i n  deta i l .  t h ere  a r e  g e n e r a l i zed  I mp l i ca t i o n s  t h ro u g hou t  t h e  
book wh i ch  e ncom pass Afro-A m e r i c a n a nd J e w i s h  A rne r i can  f i ct i o n  
and l i fe w i th  t h e  rebe l / v l ct i rn  c o n cep t .  Rebe l s  a nd v l ct i rn s  as 
presen ted by W r i g h t  a n d M a l a m u d a r e  n o t  c o n s i s t e n t  
character i za t ions i n  Afro-A rn e r l ca n a nd J e W i s h - A m er i ca n l i te ra t u r e  
and the two d o  n o t  f u l ly rep resent  t h e  e th n i C g ro u ps '  exper i e nces .  
Perhaps i t  is beca use we a re sens i t i z ed  to stereotyp l  ng  that ,  f ro rn a n  
i nterd i SC i p l i n a ry v i ewpO i n t ,  l i t e r a ry a rc hetypes l ack  cred i b i l i t y  a n d 
accept ab i l i ty when a p p l i ed  to  et h n i c  g r o u p  expe r i e nce .  F i c t i on  fro rn 
an eth n i c pe rspect i ve d raws u p o n  t h e  a u t h o r ' s ex p e r i e nce .  I t  i s  t h e  
i nd iv i d u a l creat ive sp i r i t  w h i ch  redef i nes  a ct i o n s  I n  t e r rn s  of perso n a l  
percept ion  
Avery emp h a S i zes the  st r eng th  of J u d a i s rn a nd M a l a rn ud ' s f i r rn l y 
estab l i shed t i es W i t h  h i s  re l i g I O U S  a nd c u l t u ra l  h e r i t a g e .  H i story ,  
cu lture, a n d  re l i g i on of t h e  J ew ish  g r o u p  are c lose l y  I nter tWi ned i n  
Ma la m u d ' s  concepts of l i fe .  Avery ex p l a i ns a bond  I n  b e i n g  J ew ish  
wh ich  i s  I ngra i ned i n  t h e  h i sto r i c a l  i de n t i t y  
Avery co ntends t hat  C h r i st i a n i ty ,  a s  a w h i te re l i g i o n ,  has  no t  
prov ided the  sp i r i t u a l  fo u n da t i o n  b l acks  req u i re .  S h e prOV i des 
support i ng doc U i n e n tat i o n  of Afro-A m e r i ca n l i t e ra t u re showi n g  a 
82 
contrast  between b la ck C hr i st i a n i ty as a negat ive fo r ce a n d  the 
pos i t i v e  strength of  J u da ism in Amer ican  eth n ic l i t er a t u re .  Avery 
st ates  h er be l i ef that  Af ro-American l iterature  ofte n d i s p l ays  a l a c k  of 
cu l t u ra l  ide nt ity d u e  to the h i stor ica l  remov a l  f r o m  the a n c ient 
c u l t u re s  of Af r i ca , a n d  the  d a mage of s lavery a n d  s e g r eg at ion . 
Essent i a l ly the book does not recog n ize t h a t  d e s p i t e  a l l  tha t h as 
been done to b la cks i n  A mer ica .  Afro-Americ a n s h ave ma i nta i n ed a 
strong a n d  v i ta l  her i ta ge .  Afro-Amer icans  s u rv i v e  a s  a n  ethn ic g ro u p 
i n  A mer ica n society t h ro u g h  a n  i nherent bon d  t o  l if e .  gro u p h i st o ry, 
a n d  r i c h  t rad i t i o n .  C h r i st i a n i ty is  n ot syn o ny m o u s  wi th  herita g e for 
the Afro- A mer ica n  for bl ack h er i tage  a n d  c u lt u r e  t ranscend spe c i f i c  
re l i g i o u s  b o u n d a r ies .  The i nf l u ence  of  C h r i st i a n i ty ca n not be de n i ed, 
but i t  s h o u l d  be exa m i n ed i n  co ntext as  o n e  of many ang les i n  a 
m u l t i fa cted patte r n  of g ro u p  expe r i e n ce .  
I n  exa m i n i ng re l at i on s h ips betwee n Afro-A m e r i ca ns a nd Jew i sh ­
Amer ica ns. Avery poi n ts t o  cert a i n  i s s u e s  of  o u r  t i m e  a s  w e l l a s  
h i stor ica l re l i g i ous  ideas w h ich  have  d iv ided  the  two et h n ic  g ro u ps. 
Rebels and Victims is reco m m e nded for acad e m i c  l i brar ies. I t  w i l l  
be  u s e f u l .  p e r haps bec a u se  o f  i ts fa i l i ngs  as we l l  a s  its asse t s .  I n  
provo k i n g  d i sc u ss i o n  of i n terd isc ip l i n a ry et h n ic  stud ies .  
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S a l v a t o r e  J .  L a G u m i n a  h a s  been a t ireless researcher,  wr i te r. 
l ec t u re r  a nd t e a c h e r  i n  e t h n i c  stu d ies i n  genera l  a n d  i n  the I t Cl l i a n  
A m e r i c a  n e xpe r i e n c e  i n  pa rt i c u l a r .  H is books i n c lude Vito 
Marcantonio: the Peoples ' Politician; Italians in the United Sta t es' A 
Bibliograp h y; A n  A lbum of the Italian A merican; WOP: A 
Document a r y  History of  A n ti-Discrimination in the United States; a nd 
The Ethnic Dim ension in A merican Society.  I t  was i nev i table t h a t  h i s  
i nt e r e s t s  w o u l d  d i rect  h i m  t o  ora l h i story .  
